Introduction
Studies on the Johannine community are naturally entwined with or embedded within the larger Gospel community debate.1 The debate is usually concerned with whether various individual communities or a single "universal" community underlies the writing of the Gospels.2 It is often presumed that historical reconstructions of the social situation or context of the Gospel communities subsequently betray the identity of the audience of the Gospels.3 Thus, there is a reciprocating relationship between the social situation of a Gospel community and the audience identity of the Gospels. Such reciprocat- ing relationship might not actually exist, however. For whom the Gospels were written is something that is harder to grasp, as it rests solely in the minds of the Gospel authors-hence the scholarly debate over whether the Gospels were written for general or specific readership. It perhaps would serve both Gospel and Johannine scholarship well, if discussion is focused on just one side of the equation, that is, "from which communities were the Gospels written?" In other words, determining the intentions of the Gospel writers and studying the origins of the Gospels are two issues that need to be distinguished from each other.4 To be sure, in the Gospel community debate, the "whence" may not necessarily expose the "whither."5 This essay examines the Johannine community and argues for a via media view in the Gospel community debate. It demonstrates that the Johannine community was a special community that had its own unique characteristics, yet it also shared things in common with the larger Christian community of the first century. The first-century Gospel community was a community that can be viewed concentrically-a general Christian community composed of individual smaller communities. In what follows, this essay provides a short summary of the Gospel and Johannine community debate. This summary shows that scholarly efforts at discovering and reconstructing the historical and social situation of the Gospel communities have mostly aimed at providing answers for the "whither" aspect of the debate. This summary is followed by a discussion of three arguments for seeing how the Johannine community was a unique Gospel community that belonged to the general, larger Christian community. I posit these arguments based upon the sociolinguistic theory of "community of practice."6
